THE MIDDLE AGES
were not allowed to teach their trade or 'mistery* to rural
dwellers.
An important privilege possessed by the members of the
gild merchant was the right of clot/ which entitled them to
share in the commercial transactions of a fellow-gildsman.
If any gildsman made a purchase anywhere, it was open to
other gildsmen to claim a portion of it at the price at which
the commodity had been bought, though they were usually
required to be present at the original sale. The rule was
intended to foster equality of opportunity and prevent the
monopoly of the trade falling into the hands of the few. 'The
men of greatest credit and wealth into whose hands the
best bargains were most like to come did not respect their
own private gains and were willing that the younger people
should be partakers with them.* When this was said in the
sixteenth century the practice had already decayed owing to
the increasing tendency to individualism which marked the
later middle ages. The communal aspect of the gild merchant
was further exhibited in the system of collective trading.
The authorities were accustomed to make wholesale pur-
chases of commodities which were then distributed among
the gildsmen at retail prices. These joint purchases, known
as 'common bargains/ were in-tended to promote equal
chances for trade among the brotherhood, to provide funds
for public objects, and to put merchant strangers at a
disadvantage by preventing competition among the prospec-
tive buyers.
Other functions served by the gild merchant illustrate
the fraternalism inherent in the gild concept. The gildsman
who fell ill was given bread, wine and cooked food, and was
visited by men of standing; if he were in prison in any place
in England the officers of the gild were enjoined to go at the
cost of the fraternity and procure his deliverance; if he fell
into poverty he received pecuniary aid. The brethren were
expected to live in peace and amity with each other and to
settle their disputes by arbitration; and if one gildsman
struck another he lost his gildship. Lastly the member of a
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